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Rural violence, principally between large landowners and landless campesinos, remains a serious
problem for Brazilian President Fernando Henrique Cardoso. Meanwhile, the major advocate for the
landless the Movimento dos Sem Terra (MST) has become a strong political force in the country. It
has organized a march to the capital of Brasilia, not only to demand land reform, but also to oppose
privatization of the state's huge mining company. Brazil's inequitable land distribution has long
been a central source of violence between landless campesinos and large landowners (see NotiSur,
11/13/91 and 10/06/95).
More than half the country's arable land is controlled by just 2% of the nation's landowners. During
1996, the MST carried out 176 land occupations involving more than 45,000 families in 21 of Brazil's
27 states. During the same year, 47 campesinos were assassinated in land disputes, including 19 in
the state of Para who were killed by the police in April 1996 (see NotiSur, 04/26/96 and 08/02/96).
In addition, the Uniao Democratica Ruralista (UDR), an organization of landowners that had, until
recently, been disbanded, has reorganized to plan measures to block the MST, including arming
security forces to guard land susceptible to occupation.
Tensions in the countryside have increased since January, following passage late last year of
measures to promote limited agrarian reform. These included the new Rural Lands Tax a 20%
annual tax on large unproductive properties and the authorization to expropriate unused land.
With these laws, the government says it can speed up agrarian reform and fulfill a commitment to
give land to 280,000 families during Cardoso's term in office, which ends in 1998. MST increases its
activities and support base In addition to its occupations of idle land in the countryside, the MST is
becoming more active in the cities, where its base of support is also growing.
Among other things, the MST has occupied government offices to pressure for change, particularly
focusing on offices of the Instituto Nacional de Colonizacao y Reforma Agraria (INCRA), which is
in charge of executing government agrarian-reform policy. Agrarian reform is widely supported
throughout Brazil, according to influential sociologist Herbert de Souza of the Instituto Brasileiro
de Analises Sociais e Economicas (IBASE). It involves many groups besides the MST, and, as
a result, the government is "impelled to promote it, even if it doesn't want to." Nevertheless,
Minister of Agrarian Policy Raul Jungmann has demanded that the MST stop staging occupations
of government agencies, and he has accused the organization of overstepping acceptable advocacy
limits and setting its sights on gaining political power.
MST leader Gilmar Mauro acknowledged that the MST's struggle has political overtones because
its agenda "goes beyond the countryside" and simply obtaining land. Landless campesinos must
become citizens who "participate in the country's political and social life," he said. Former planning
and culture minister Celso Furtado has called the MST "the most important social movement this
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century in Brazil." According to Furtado, the MST is the only large-scale response today to rampant
unemployment with a popular support base and the backing of public opinion. The MST is among
the Cardoso administration's most vocal and most militant critics, moving ahead of labor unions and
even opposition political parties.
Joao Pedro Stedile, an economist with the MST, acknowledges that the Cardoso administration
has made some advances on agrarian issues, especially in comparison to previous efforts that were
practically nil. But the advances are insufficient to solve the problems, according to Stedile.
Meanwhile, 1997 shows no sign of being less violent than last year, with seven people killed in
January in land disputes. On Feb. 4, Cardoso announced measures to counteract rural violence and
land invasions in the most conflictive areas. Cardoso placed Justice Minister Nelson Jobim in charge
of government efforts to end the violence. The president said states would authorize additional
powers for the judiciary and the police to process and arrest authors of violence and confiscate
weapons. Special forces of the army, the federal police, and the military police will participate
in the operations to disarm both landless campesinos and landowners. "Everyone knows that
representatives of the MST and the UDR are committing crimes," said Jobim. "Both the invasion of
someone else's property and bearing arms without police authorization are crimes, as is giving arms
to employees with instructions to carry out violence."

MST leads protest against sale of mining company
In mid-February, the MST began a two-month march from several cities around the country to
Brasilia to demand more rapid agrarian reform. In addition, the march focuses on opposition to the
privatization of the Companhia Vale do Rio Doce (CVRD), the largest mining operation in Latin
America and the fifth largest in the world. The sale, scheduled to take place in late April, will be the
largest privatization to date in Latin America. The government will sell off 45% of CVRD ordinary
shares, while retaining a "golden share," which gives it veto power over some decisions even though
the government will no longer have a majority stake in the company.
The Ministry of Planning said that half the proceeds from the CVRD sale would go to pay off the
public debt, while the other half will go to improving infrastructure. Minister of Planning Antonio
Kandir announced in early March that the base price for bids on the company would be set at US
$9.7 billion. However, a study done by the Rio de Janeiro Federal University (UFRJ) maintains that
the value of the company is at least US$11.3 billion. According to the study, the government's official
price tag does not take into account two uranium deposits.
"Either it's the interest of the government, or that of the consulting firm [Merrill Lynch], which
calculated the price of the company, to facilitate the sale by offering the company at an attractive
price," said the UFRJ study coordinator, Luis Pinguelli. However, privatization supervisor Paulo
Libergoti countered the study, calling it a political ploy to block privatization. "There are no uranium
reserves," said Libergoti. "There may be traces of the mineral, which does not guarantee the
existence of reserves."
In addition to the UFRJ study, the company's 1996 balance sheet also fed opposition to the sale.
According to company officials, the CVRD generated net earnings of US$596 million last year,
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a 76% increase compared with 1995. Opposition to the sale is growing and the MST has become
increasingly involved in that opposition. The organization contends that selling the company
demonstrates a disregard for development based on national interests. The CVRD is a powerful
political symbol of Brazil's potential wealth, and the MST as well as other influential sectors in Brazil
would prefer it to remain in state hands. A Chamber of Deputies committee will file six separate
lawsuits in the Federal Supreme Court (STF) requesting that the sale be suspended. In addition, the
MST said it will carry out additional protests and sit-ins to call attention to the sale.
As the MST more actively participates in national political issues, the government is finding it
increasingly difficult to isolate the organization. Both the Catholic Church and the Central Unica
dos Trabalhadores (CUT), the country's main labor organization, recently refused to participate in
forums on agrarian reform organized by the government if the MST was not included. [Sources:
Latinamerica Press (Lima), 02/13/97; Inter Press Service, 01/09/97, 02/17/97, 03/02/97; Reuter,
02/04/97, 02/27/97, 03/05/97, 03/06/97; Spanish news service EFE, 01/14/97, 01/21/97, 02/14/97,
02/24/97, 03/05/97, 03/10/97; Agence France-Presse, 03/05/97, 03/10/97; Folha de Sao Paulo (Brazil)
03/11/97]
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